Treatment of reflex sympathetic dystrophy of the hand with an active "stress loading" program.
Reflex sympathetic dystrophy (RSD) is a syndrome characterized by pain out of proportion to injury, vasomotor and trophic changes, stiffness, and decreased function. It is important to separate the active disease process of RSD from its resultant state of contracture and fibrosis. Our treatment program is based on active "stress loading," which consists of active traction and compression exercises that provide stressful stimuli to the extremity without joint motion. Fifty-two patients with RSD were treated during a 3-year period. Their results and long-term follow-up on 41 patients are presented. The "stress loading" program has been used consistently during the past 20 years. The advantages of the program are its effectiveness, simplicity, safety, and noninvasiveness.